Outsourcing has become one of the strategies adopted by businesses to manage their IS. During the last few years, the use of outsourcing has resulted in an increase in the volume of literature devoted to it. We decided therefore to analyse the literature with the aim of identifying the main topics, the methodologies most often applied and the authors and countries that have contributed most to the area of IS Outsourcing. We also intended to offer suggestions on improving research in this field. The paper thus provides a review of articles about IS Outsourcing published in the most prestigious journals of the IS area and journals of Management or Business.
Introduction
Outsourcing has become a basic strategy of the IS field [3] and has experienced a considerable growth in recent years. According to some analysts, this growth will continue in the near future. Forrester, for example, forecasted that European enterprises will spend over 128 billion € on computer outsourcing in 2008 [56] and the Gartner group has estimated that the worldwide IT outsourcing market will grow from the $180. 40, 177] , or specific areas such as DSS [5, 53] , or Expert Systems [188] ; to focus on statistical or methodological problems related to this area [21, 71] ; they also attempted to analyse the most influential journals in the study of IS [37, 82] ; and many other topics, some as new as Electronic Commerce [174] . However, with the exception of the work of Dibbern, Goles, Hirschheim and Jayatilaka [46] , no literature review on IS outsourcing has been performed.
IS outsourcing first appeared as a distinct area of IS Management
Issues in the literature scheme designed by Barki, Rivart and Talbot [20] . The topic appeared again in the General IS Management area of the study by Claver, Gonzalez and Llopis [35] . Our aim was to analyse the IS outsourcing literature to answer questions such as:
"What research methods are most commonly used?", "What topics and areas are treated the most often in the IS outsourcing field?", "What is the scope of these studies?" and "Which authors or countries stand out in the research about this phenomenon?" Questions similar to these have already been raised with the objective: "To improve our knowledge of this booming field."
Data Collection
We decided to focus our study on articles published in journals that enjoy hogh prestige in the IS area, not therefore including sources such as books or papers presented at conferences. This was based on the belief that practitioners and academics prefer using journals to acquire and disseminate new knowledge [49, 142] . Other means, such as books, are normally confined to the dissemination of previously established knowledge [74] . We would, however, like to note that certain books [80, 156] and conferences (e.g. ICIS, HICSS and ECIS) are of importance in this field. We did not consider work in the trade or popular press. We selected journals from lists of various authors [26, 101, 123, 146, 164] .
The resulting list of journals can be found in Table 1 . They are included in the ABI-Inform database, widely recognised in the Economics and Business Administration area, and used in other studies whit similar objectives [85, 126] . Furthermore, all the journals were included in the Social Sciences Citation Index or the Science Citation Index in 2004. The journals belong both to the IS area and others related to Management or Business issues in which articles on IS are periodically published. We left out some relevant journals because they had published no articles on IS outsourcing.
The Sloan Management Review changed its name to MIT Sloan
Management Review in 2000; we carried out our study of articles published under both names. We obtained a total initial sample of 142 articles, four of which were removed from the study because they merely expressed an opinion of the editor or some expert in the topic and could not be regarded as scientific papers with an established methodology. We equally removed another article, a case study, because it was a classroom teaching text, not a research work. Another six articles had to be removed because they discussed other topics [32, 36] . A total of 131 articles therefore were retined in the final sample; these were read carefully and are among the References. In order to better analyse the growth, we divided the period under study into three blocks, each of which covered five years 4 as can be seen in Figure 1 , where the number above each column is the number of articles published within each period. The growth in the number of articles shows that interest in the topic is increasing. 
Results.

Period Covered and Journals Analysed
Research Methodologies
Our analysis of the method used drew on the study by Claver, Gonzalez and Llopis, which was based on the work of Alavi and
Carlson for the classification of theoretical studies and Van Horn [175] for classification of empirical studies.
Theoretical studies can be divided into conceptual, illustrative and applied-concept ones. They are mainly based on ideas, structures and speculations rather than on the systematic and direct observation of reality. Although this articles can contain some empirical data, they play a secondary support role; the emphasis is on ideas rather than on data.
• Conceptual studies describe structures, models or theories and provide explanations or reasons.
• Illustrative studies basically try to guide the practice, offer recommendations for action and explain stages to be fulfilled.
They focus on the 'what' and the 'how' rather than on the 'why'.
• Applied-concept studies are a mixture of the two; they have both conceptual and explanatory elements.
Empirical studies have been divided into case studies, field studies, field experiments and laboratory experiments, but we found no examples of the last two in the articles analysed. Thus we decided to classify the articles into: case studies; field studies; case and field studies; and others.
• Case studies are becoming more and more widespread in the IS area. They analyse a phenomenon in its natural environment, obtaining data about it through direct observation; interviews; document analysis; etc. The problem with this basically qualitative data collection method is that, because it tends to focus on the analysis of one or a few cases, generalising the results is difficult [51, 190] . Case studies have been criticised for their lack of scientific rigour. However, this is because it has often been applied to works that only provide a mere set of anecdotes [110] .
• A field study normally analyses several organisations using an experimental design but little experimental control; researchers collect information about uncontrolled situations. This characteristic is shared with the case study. However, a field study uses quantitative methods in analysing the information, which usually is obtained by interviewing personel. This has the drawback that the information loses depth and richness.
• A good way to overcome the inconveniences and boost the advantages of field and case studies is to use them jointly. A large amount of data is required to isolate the effects of the many variables selected by the researcher [75] . Among the theoretical methods, applied-concept studies were the most common, followed by illustrative ones and the conceptual ones.
The field study stands out as the most often used among the empirical methods, followed by the case studies. These results are in keeping with the conclusions of previous works [e.g., 17], which showed the importance of qualitative methods in the IS area. We found 6 articles classified as empirical that used other methods:
there was an article in which a review of the literature on ASP (Application Service Providers) was made; four more articles were devoted to the study of press advertisements or news items; and another analysed finantial information about the enterprises.
FIGURE 2 near here please Figure 2 shows the most commonly used methods; from this it can be inferred that the field study is most frequently used in the study of outsourcing. We noted that IS journals show a much larger proportion of empirical articles (65.4%), whereas in generalist publications, with more empirical articles also, the difference in percentage with merely theoretical ones is smaller.
Topics and Scope
An analysis of the most frequent outsourcing topics is presented in Table 4 . Our main problem in making this analysis was that we had only a previous study by Dibbern, Goles, Hirschheim and Jayatilaka on IS outsourcing for guidance 5 , with two other articles which involved reviews of literature on ASP [161] and Global Outsourcing [162] . The topic classification we used was therefore based on our reading of the articles and previous knowledge of the topic. Also analysis of previous reviews of IS research gave us some insight.
More precisely, we decided to use the keywords of the specific article being analysed as the basis for identification of the topic/s under which it should be classified. The resulting categories were neither mutually exclusive nor collectively exhaustive; so an article could be classified into one or more categories and more topics were found as the number of articles increased. Previous studies have used comparable approaches to classification, the similarities being based on:
• Not limiting or forcing categories or topics based on preconceptions;
• Allowing the emergence of more topics as more sources were found and analysed.
• Finishing when "saturation" occured -when no more topics arose. Table 4 shows the number of articles dealing with each topic and the percentage of the total that they represented. In our case the total 5
Most of the works analised by Dibbern, Goles, Hirschheim and Jayatilaka have been analysed in our paper, but the first study is limited to the works published till 2000, and our paper analyses works till 2005. For this reason the study of Dibbern, Goles, Hirschheim and Jayatilaka analyses 84 works and our paper analyses 131. Whereas their work studies the objectives of the research in IS outsourcing field based on a predetermined model, we pretend to arrive to a model along the analysis of the topics on IS outsourcing literature. Finally, in the paper of Dibbern, Goles, Hirschheim and Jayatilaka there is not a study of the IS outsourcing literature along the time, and we pretend to study this evolution.
was 205, not 131, since articles were sometimes dealt with more that one topic. 
1.
Outsourcing from the Perspective of the Client; this included general views of computer outsourcing, explaining how it arose, how it evolved, and how much it had grown [27] . It also included discussion of the decision-making process prior to the decision to outsource and afterwards [38] and the main determining factors behind the decision [68] . At the other end of the spectrum, the discussion of possible risks of outsourcing were explained too, along with the cost and inconvenience that outsourcing could generate.
Finally, it dealt with articles discussing the factors required for the outsourcing relationship to be successful [114] .
Broadly speaking, this area covers topics that give advice to potential IS outsourcing clients.
2.
Outsourcing from the Perspective of the Provider: this area focuses on the supply side of outsourcing; i.e., on provider firms and the services they deliver. Three specific topics can be found in this area: computer outsourcing services in general (evolution and transformation from focusing on consultancy, through hardware and software provision, to offering outsourcing services through megadeals). This was possible because of fusions and acquisitions and by specialisation in specific industries, such as the chemical, healthcare or financial industries [43] . Similarly, due to the obligation of public administration to put contracts out to public tender, many computer service providers have had to 'reinvent' themselves as specialists in strategic outsourcing services [150] .
Another topic is that of ASP, the application providers that supply these services through telecommunications. The literature of this issue, though abundant, is also very recent.
Global or Offshore Outsourcing are recent operations led by computer service providers that operate on an international scale, e.g., in India or China, hiring a workforce in countries with low incomes but enough computer knowledge [25] . Data entry was one of the first activities to be contracted in this way, because it required a low level of knowledge and very limited relationship between provider and client [165] .
In short, this area does not give advice to customers but seeks to supply information about providers.
3.
Outsourcing from the Perspective of the Relationship. We grouped together the papers that analysed outsourcing on the basis of the links that exist between client and provider. One of the major links is the outsourcing contract; the providers often call themselves 'strategic partners' with the customer, but the success of the relationship depends on a well-structured contract. A good relationshp needs a detailed material developed by legal advisors [48] .
Closely related to this is the method of assessing the quality of the outsourcing service, i.e. measurement of the value of the IS outsourcing versus its cost (assessing the fair price). This has not proved easy [79] , since conventional methods for evaluating asset profitability cannot be applied [185] .
The final topic focuses on the way that client-provider relationships must be established [90, 91] .
Outsourcing from the Perspective of Economic Theories.
Among the many articles dealing with the economics of outsourcing, they involve agency theory [18] , transaction cost theory [10] and others such as the game theory [52] , resource-based theory, and resource-dependence theory [31] . They are all topics repeatedly found in most articles but in some it forms an essential part: these are the articles that we classified here.
5.
Others. We included topics here dealing with such issues as nationality, when an attempt was made either to define national differences [12] or to analyse outsourcing for developing countries, such as Nigeria [1]. We also included here the topic which deals with the industrial problems involved in IS outsourcing, e.g. in the healthcare or financial industries, at universities, or in relation to the differences between the public and private sector [6, 122] . A final topic referred to computer staff, since outsourcing poses a potential threat to their jobs [9, 81, 129] . 13.7% of the articles focused on Software Development. Also, many of the articles dealt with the topic of Global Outsourcing [44] , as software development is the task in which provider firms from emergent countries have specialised. A small number of articles (8.4%) were devoted to Applications rental services, mostly through ASP [58, 172] . Finally, only one article dealt with E-Commerce outsourcing [97] .
Authors and Countries
Other studies identified the authors who publish the most as well as their nationalities [e.g. 167] . Based on them, we present Table 6.   TABLE 6 The nationality corresponded to that of the university or other organisation for which the author was working when he/she published the article. A count was performed of the number of times each author made a contribution without making any distinctions in value (whether the researcher appeared as author or co-author of the article) 6 .
Although the most prolific author in this field was from United Kingdom, most came from the United States of America, with several other countries appearing also. A more in-depth analysis of the nationality of the authors can be found in Table 7 , which shows countries that have contributed most. When we analysed the number of articles published by one author or collectively by several authors, the overall result was largely in keeping with that obtained in other studies [140] , only 24% of the articles analysed had one author, with 39% having two.
Although no statistic correlation exists between the number of authors and the time-period, the number of articles published by one author seems to have remained stable throughout the period covered, whereas the number of articles published by two or more has increased. This tendency toward co-authorship could suggest a degree of maturity in the creation and consolidation of research 6 For example, if the N that accompanies an author is 2, he/she may have published those two papers alone or with someone else. teams. As Nath and Jackson point out, co-authorship is a step from'little science' to 'big science'.
Conclusions
Our analysis has shown that the study of outsourcing has progressively increased ever since its start in the 1960's. The articles were mainly empirical, a field study being the method preferred by researchers when they try to explain outsourcing. New topics have appeared in the last few years, among them its influence on computer staff and its threat to the jobs of Western computer specialists. 
References
